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and ways governments can deal with them,”
says Monica Gattinger, who became the
institute’s director in September 2015.

On the heels of discussing the new science
officer’s role, the institute held a second panel
to help public servants and government leaders
integrate science into policy. In partnership with
Mitacs, a Canadian non-profit research and
training organisation, the institute also
announced a new ‘science fellows’ programme,
which will offer year-long fellowships for
postdoctoral researchers to spend a year in
federal government departments in a science
advisory role.  

The institute’s outreach includes hands-on
training and communication with federal
government departments. Recently, Gattinger
and a senior fellow at the institute spoke to
public servants at Natural Resources Canada
to help them identify tools – such as instituting
personnel exchanges and cross-disciplinary
discussions with other science-based
departments – to draw on current science as
they craft policies. 

Helping government to implement science-
based policy making is important because, as
Gattinger notes: “It’s one thing to say you are
committed to evidence-based decision making,
but it’s quite another to move to the ‘how’ of
making it happen.”

Gattinger, who specialises in governance issues
on North American energy policy, is familiar with
the charged nature of the politics of energy
development. She knows the difficulty
governments experience in making purely
evidence-based decisions.  

Her own research, and one part of the institute’s
research focus, involves understanding the
factors driving public opposition to large energy
development projects, from pipelines to power

Evidence-based decision making

THE UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA’S INSTITUTE FOR SCIENCE, SOCIETY AND POLICY
LOOKS AT THE ROLE OF SCIENCE IN CRAFTING PUBLIC POLICY

When Canada’s prime minister named his first cabinet in
November 2015, the country’s research and development
community took note of a new portfolio among the group

of 15 women and 15 men: the minister of science. Former researcher
Kirsty Duncan’s appointment to the job signalled a fresh attitude toward
science in federal governance. From the outset, Duncan was mandated
to appoint a chief science officer who would ensure scientific analyses
‘are considered when the government makes decisions’.  

Science-based policy making
For the University of Ottawa’s Institute for Science, Society and Policy
(ISSP), the shift in tone from what is widely viewed as the more partisan
decision making style of the previous government provided a rare
opportunity. Shortly after the cabinet appointments, the institute
convened a panel of its member experts from academia and the public
service to discuss the mandate, responsibilities and resources required
to support a science officer. Panellists drew on models such as the
United Kingdom’s chief scientific advisor during a wide-ranging
discussion attended by about 100 senior officials from the federal
government and academia.

It was the perfect occasion for the young institute, formed in 2010, and
its new director to demonstrate their expertise in sound public policy
making and in how emerging science and technologies transform society.  

“Our mandate is to look at the intersection of science, society and policy
and to contribute to the overall understanding of the problems and issues
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plants and even renewable energy initiatives
such as wind farms. 

The role of the Institute for Science,
Society and Policy
Gattinger’s vision for the institute is to 
produce research that includes concrete
recommendations on government regulatory
actions and policies, combined with a sterling
academic environment that prepares students
to understand broad political and societal
contexts for science, technology and innovation
policy. In addition, she plans to leverage the
institute’s convening power to bring experts
from government, civil society, indigenous
organisations, business and academia together
for solution-focused dialogues on the impacts
and merits of science and technology.

The institute’s projects include @Risk, a new
study on risk management, democratisation
and evidence-based decision making; a
research and training partnership with the
Chinese Academy of Sciences’ Center for
Innovation and Development (specialising in
science and innovation policy); and Positive
Energy – the initiative Gattinger leads to explore
the challenges of securing public support for
energy development. 

The institute is already making its mark. ISSP
Adjunct Professor Paul Dufour, for example,
contributed the Canada chapter to the UNESCO
Science Report: Towards 2030, in which he
analysed the lack of private-sector commitment
to innovation in the country, the need for a
strong national agenda for science education
and the previous government’s cuts to science
departments and agencies. At a recent
conference, Gattinger was invited to address all
of Canada’s federal, provincial and territorial
ministers of energy and mines on the topic of
public confidence in resource development. 

The institute is also a source of fresh ideas. At
a public lecture, Wendell Wallach, the ISSP’s
Fulbright Visiting Research Chair in Science and
Society from Yale University’s Interdisciplinary
Center for Bioethics, encouraged Canada to
lead in calling for a global ban on lethal
autonomous weapons.

“That is the sort of thing the institute is able to
do,” says Gattinger. “The calibre of this place
is outstanding.” 
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Why energy development fuels opposition
For Monica Gattinger, the Keystone XL pipeline is the perfect illustration
of how an energy development project can get caught in the
maelstrom of broader societal issues and values.

On 6 November 2015, US President Barack Obama rejected the
required federal permit for the pipeline, which would have transported
crude oil from Alberta to the Gulf Coast of the United States.

“This is one pipeline of a network of some 100 pipelines across the
Canada-US border –hundreds of thousands of kilometres of
pipelines,” says Gattinger. “Yet it became the poster child for concerns
about climate change.” 

Positive Energy, a three-year, CAD 1.3m (~€870,000) research project
that Gattinger heads at the University of Ottawa’s Institute for Science,
Society and Policy, strives to identify the societal forces and values
that influence opposition to energy development initiatives like
Keystone. The project includes a number of research studies, including
one that focuses on identifying the factors that drive local community
confidence in energy decision making. By examining six energy
projects in Canada – including pipeline, hydroelectric and natural gas
projects, among others – Positive Energy will chart the factors that
lead to the success of some endeavours and the failure of others.

Researchers will interview key players in the energy sector, from
regulators and businesses to indigenous leaders, municipal officials
and non-governmental organisations. They will identify the broad
questions of public policy, including climate change and socioeconomic
conditions for indigenous peoples, along with local level concerns like
environmental impacts, which can fuel opposition to energy projects.  

Positive Energy will marry the results of these interviews with public
opinion polling data to assess whether vocal opponents to such projects
are actually in step with general public opinion in their communities. 

When Positive Energy research studies such as this one are complete,
Gattinger hopes they will provide not only a better understanding of
the roots of discontent concerning energy development, but also
concrete solutions to enhance public confidence in the policy and
regulatory systems that govern such projects. 

“The Positive Energy project isn’t pro-development in terms of ‘let’s
get to yes at all costs’,” explains Gattinger. “Bottom line: economies
need energy. We need to continue to develop energy projects”. But
ensuring that government systems respond to people’s needs and
concerns, she adds, is essential for responsible energy development. 

Visit http://uOttawa.ca/positive-energy
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